ORIENTAL RELIGIONS IN THE WEST       BOOK u

Mithra was regularly identified by his worshippers with the
Sun, the Unconquered Sun, as they called him j1 hence his
nativity also fell on the twenty-fifth of December.2 The
Gospels say nothing as to the day of Christ's birth, and
accordingly the early Church did not celebrate it In time,
however, the Christians of Egypt came to regard the sixth
of January as the date of the Nativity, and the custom of
commemorating the birth of the Saviour on that day gradu-
ally spread until by the fourth century it was universally
established in the East. But at the end of the third or the
beginning of the fourth century the Western Church, which
had never recognized the sixth of January as the day of the
Nativity, adopted the twenty-fifth of December as the true
date, and in time its decision was accepted also by the
Eastern Church. At Antioch the change was not introduced
till about the year 375 A.D.8

What considerations led the ecclesiastical authorities to
institute the festival of Christmas? The motives for the
Christmas, innovation are stated with great frankness by a Syrian
writer, himself a Christian. " The reason," he tells us, " why
the fathers transferred the celebration of the sixth of January
to the twenty-fifth of December was this. It was a custom
of the heathen to celebrate on the same twenty-fifth of
December the birthday of the Sun, at which they kindled

Motives

J)j or the Heavenly Virgin (Tertullian,

Apologtticus, 23; Augustine, De civilatt

Deit ii. 4).    The Greeks spoke of her

as the Heavenly Aphrodite (Herodotus,

1. 105 ; Pausanias, i. 14. 7).   A Greek

inscription found in Delos contains a

dedication to Astarte Aphrodite ; and

another found in the same island couples

Palestinian    Astarte   and    Heavenly

Aphrodite.      See    G.   Dittenberger,

Syllog* Inscriptionum Graecorumf vol.

ii.   pp.   619   jy.,   No.   764;   R.   A.

Stewart  Macalister,   The Philistines,

their History and Civilization (London,

1913). P- 94-

1 Dedications to Mithra the Un-
conquered Sun (Soli inuicto Mithrae]
have been found in abundance. See
Fr. Grmont, Textes et Monuments, ii.
99 sqq. As to the worship of the
Unconquered Sun (Sol Invictvs} see

H.    Usener,    Das     Weihnachtsfest *
(Bonn, 1911), pp. 348J??.
2 Fr. Cumont, op. cit. i. 325 sq.t 339.
* J. Bingham, The Antiquities of
the\ Christian Churchy bk. xx. ch. iv.
(Bingham's Works, vol. vii. pp. 279
sqq.y Oxford, 1855); C. A. Credner,
" De natalitiorum Christi origine,"
Zeitschrift fur die historische Theologie^
iii. 2 (1833), pp. 236 sqq. ; Mgr. L.
Duchesne, Origines du Culte Chretien *
(Paris, 1903), pp. 257 sqq:; Th.
Mommsen, in Corpus Inscriptionum
Latinarum^ i.a Pars prior, p. 338.
The earliest mention of the festival
of Christmas is in the calendar of
Philocalus, which was drawn up at
Rome in 336 A.D. The words are
VIII. kal. Jan.) natus Christus in
Betleem Judee (L. Duchesne, *p. tit.
p. 258).